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the children are over their parlour games (jeux d'esprif}.
Then follow anecdotes of the thoughtful and the thought-
less in court and camp and in every walk of life, stories
about Madame's childhood, when the only topic of con-
versation she and her eight-year-old brother were allowed
was that of Plutarch's 'Lives. " And we managed to enjoy
our talks."
Another day the conversation turned upon discretion.
How many ways there are of being tactless ! It is tactless
to choose the most comfortable position in the room or to
help oneself to the best at table. One must not interrupt
a person speaking, nor look bored, nor talk of oneself. It
is tactless to speak of a defect, physical or moral, before a
person who obviously possesses it; or to show that one
has already heard the piece of news that is being eagerly
imparted. It is tactless to get in the light of a person
working, to ask unnecessary questions, or to answer those
which are not addressed to us. Tactless also is it to speak
dogmatically or to ask a lady her age! One feels that this
conversation must have made good entertainment, especi-
ally if, as appears to have been the case, all might freely
speak their mind.
What should a well-bred woman know ? x "A little of
everything, for we never can tell what life may bring.
Those people who can do nothing are a terrible burden on
society. Ask them to draw up an account, and they will
say that they have never learned arithmetic. Seek their
help eagerly in some press of work, and they will tell you
1 There is a touch of dramatic irony in a remark made in a letter to the Abbess
of Gomerfontaine, which shows that in social outlook Madame de Maintenon was
not so much ahead of her time as she was in matters educational: " The instruction
of a demoiselle should be more extended than that of a vine dresser's daughter."
The writer of this book looks to a vine dresser's daughter as the foundress of her
Ordsr. (See Lettres et Entretiens, vol. ii, p. 352.)